LIPSET & ROKKAN's seminal introductory essay suggests that the party systems of established democracies owed their origins to violent conflicts that predated (often by centuries) the coming of democracy --conflicts between Protestants and Catholics, church and state, centre and periphery, town and country, workers and factory owners.
These conflicts generated enduring divisions, or "cleavages", between the social groups that stood opposed in each conflict. Indeed, Lipset and Rokkan argue that these social cleavages were so enduring that the party systems that they spawned proved resilient in the face of challenges from such newer forces as communism and national socialism.
This resilience led other contributors to this volume to characterize the party systems of the 1960s as "frozen". This "freezing hypothesis" is generally attributed to Lipset and Rokkan.
Casting some doubt on the hypothesis, DUVERGER had already described how, in some established democracies, multi-party systems rested on class and other social cleavages, while in other countries by the 1950s class had become the predominant cleavage.
Duverger attributed the difference to the mechanical effect of electoral systems which were apparently able to give preeminence to one social cleavage in countries with firstpast-the-post elections. Among these countries Britain was architypical.
The classic work that lays out the manner in which social class gained and retained its dominance in British politics (and presumably elsewhere) is BUTLER & STOKES'
Political Change in Britain . This book was the first to document the mechanisms of socialization and reinforcement which enable a party based on a social cleavage to gain 4 support and perpetuate itself. It is the first such work to be based on questionnaires administered to probability samples of the entire British electorate in surveys designed and fielded uniquely for academic purposes. The book not only explains the basis of British voting choice at the end of the 1960s, but also supplies documentation for the first three of the election studies that now constitute a series extending over thirty-five years and ten General Elections and which provide the basis for much of the research conducted since that time.
BUTLER & STOKES also suggested that no sooner had class-based politics in Britain reached its peak (in 1966) than the forces maintaining the linkage between class and politics began to wane, opening the way to increasing electoral volatility and even to the rise of new parties. The apparent weakening of the link between class and politics (along with the effects of social cleavages generally) has given rise to far more controversy among scholars than did the coming of the class alignment.
FRANKLIN was the first to elaborate these ideas so as to document the changing relationship between class and politics, which he characterized as The Decline of Class Voting in Britain, and to speculate on the implications of this decline for the future of British politics. Focussing on the difference between class characteristics that are hard to change during adulthood (those relating to upbringing) and those that are easier to change (those relating to social location), he shows how the greatest part of the decline in class voting could be attributed to changes in upbringing. He suggests that these changes could that is not without critics (see below), the authors of this volume establish that the decline 6 had been ubiquitous in all countries where voting choice was structured by social cleavages at the start of their period. In other countries (Canada and the United States) the authors assume that similar early structuring had already declined before the 1960s, making this a general phenomenon to which all established democracies are subject. The book concludes that none of the existing theories (including theories relating to oil price shocks, postmaterialism, the gender gap, and consumption cleavages) satisfactorily account for these developments, and puts forward its own theory to the effect that electoral change of this kind is perhaps an inevitable concomitant of the successful working of democracy. Democratic government is supposed to resolve or defuse conflict, and the declining importance of class and other cleavages can readily be understood in such terms. Unsurprisingly, these conclusions are contested in a new book edited by EVANS, which takes the same approach as HEATH et al. in measuring class in such a way as to take no account of changes in class profile (referred to as "compositional effects"). They also take sophisticated issue with the methods employed by FRANKLIN et al. so as to cast doubt on the findings of the earlier study. These difference parallel in the comparative sphere the differences between the sociological and political science approaches to studying class and voting in Britain.
Contributors to the volume edited by EVANS & NORRIS provide the most comprehensive and up-to-date analysis of current patterns in British voting, as well as an in-depth investigation of the 1997 election landslide and its implications for the future of
